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This paper investigates the interplay between information structure and ges-
ture from a generative perspective, focusing on a case study involving the ges-
tural topic marker [FINGER-BUNCH-OPEN-HAND] ([FBO]) in southern Italo-
Romance. This conventionalised gesture has previously been reported as mark-
ing the topic of utterances in non-formal linguistics (Kendon 1995). However, 
its precise grammatical contribution to the utterance remains unclear. Assuming 
the ‘Grammatical Integration Hypothesis’ (Colasanti 2023b) – which holds that 
any gesture assigned a semantic denotation and a phonological representation is 
the output of a syntactic representation – this paper shows that [FBO] behaves 
like spoken topic markers (e.g. Japanese wa), exhibiting a similar syntactic dis-
tribution but externalised in the visual-gestural modality instead. More gener-
ally, from a formal perspective, the relation between information structure and 
gesture is primarily a matter of syntax-phonology interface; it is by no means 
special, but rather parallels what is found in the spoken modality.
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1. Introduction: gesture and information structure

This paper explores the interaction between information structure 
and gesture, particularly focusing on topicalisation. Specifically, we 
discuss a case study involving the conventionalised gesture [FINGER-
BUNCH-OPEN-HAND] ([FBO]) in the southern Italo-Romance language 
Torrese (spoken in Torre del Greco, province of Napoli, Campania), 
which behaves like spoken Topic markers (T-markers) found in both 
spoken and sign languages.

The interplay between information structure, the morphosyntac-
tic mechanisms involved in its grammatical expression, and gesture 
has already been investigated before. Adopting a formal perspective, 
Colasanti (2023b; see also Colasanti & Cuonzo 2022) discusses the case 
of a gestural focus marker (i.e. [RING-FOCUS]) in the local southern 
Italo-Romance language Lancianese (spoken in Lanciano, province of 
Chieti, Abruzzo). In particular, this co-speech gesture can mark different 
types of focus, like in (1), in which the gesture’s alignment with speech 
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coincides with the focalised constituent na BMW ‘a BMW’, interpreted as 
a Contrastive Focus (CFoc)1 in the left periphery.

(Throughout, boldface indicates focalised or topicalised constitu-
ents, while underline indicates the temporal alignment of the gesture 
with the spoken component of the sentence.)

(1)	 Lancianese (Colasanti 2023b: 19)

On the basis of such empirical evidence, [RING-FOCUS] is claimed 
to behave like spoken focus markers found in several spoken languages 
(Hopper 1979; Munro & Willmond 1994; Aboh 2004; Hartmann & 
Zimmermann 2007), such as á in Gúrúntúm. In (2), the focus marker á 
marks the focalised constituents kwá ‘who’ and fúrmáyò ‘furlani’:

(2)	 Gúrúntúm (Büring 2009: 201)

Crosslinguistically, focalised constituents can be marked syntacti-
cally (via movement), like in many Romance languages, and morpholog-
ically, via focus marker morphemes (see Cruschina 2016 and references 
therein). On top of being marked syntactically, in Lancianese focalised 
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constituents can also be marked morphologically via the gestural focus 
marker [RING-FOCUS], which is claimed to be the gestural counterpart 
of spoken focus markers such as á in Gúrúntúm (Colasanti 2023b).

Such grammatical contribution of gesture to the information 
structure of sentences is predicted by the ‘Grammatical Integration 
Hypothesis’ (GIH; Colasanti 2023b: 11), by which any gesture assigned 
a semantic denotation and a phonological representation is the output 
of a syntactic representation. Hence, gestures are like spoken mor-
phemes but they happen to be externalised at Phonological Form (PF; 
or ‘Sensorimotor System’; Chomsky 1995) in the visual-gestural modal-
ity (gesture) rather than in the auditory-spoken modality (speech). 
Therefore, by the GIH, the difference between gesture and speech is 
just a matter of modality of externalisation. Since in spoken languages 
syntactic constituents can also be interpreted as topics via special spo-
ken morphemes (i.e. spoken T-markers), then these morphemes could 
also be realised in principle in the visual-gestural modality as gesture. 
Consequently, the information structure of the sentence can also be 
gesturally marked (in the visual-gestural modality) in otherwise spoken 
languages. In that sense, the relation between information structure and 
gesture is primarily a matter of syntax-phonology interface and it is not 
special by any means, but similar to what is found in the auditory-spo-
ken modality.2

Empirically, the GIH is supported by various studies, which show 
how question particles (Colasanti 2023a), focus markers (Colasanti 
& Cuonzo 2022; Colasanti 2023b), and epistemic markers ((3); 
Marchetiello 2024) can be realised gesturally in otherwise spoken lan-
guages. For instance, in Ercolanese (spoken in Ercolano, province of 
Napoli, Campania) the co-speech gesture [PALM-DOWN-OPEN-HAND-
PRONE] ([PDO]) expresses the epistemic stance of the speaker on 
the spoken proposition, which coincides with the gesture’s temporal 
alignment (corresponding to its scope/c-command domain, following 
Colasanti 2023a). For instance, in (3) [PDO] is used to mark a high 
degree of certainty of the speaker on the propositional value of the sen-
tence, conveying that Sara (the speaker) is sure that she can cook the 
tastiest casatiello ever: 
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(3)	 Ercolanese (Marchetiello 2024)

Following these previous studies, this paper proposes a formal 
account of the co-speech gesture [FBO], which has been previously 
reported as being able to mark the topic of the sentence in previous 
studies in non-formal linguistics (Kendon 1995: 264). Here, we focus on 
the behaviour of co-speech [FBO] in Torrese, demonstrating that [FBO] 
behaves like spoken T-markers (e.g. wa in Japanese: Heycock 2008; 
Imamura et al. 2014), displaying a similar syntactic distribution but 
externalised in the visual-gestural modality instead.

This paper is organised as follows. In Section 2, we discuss previ-
ous literature on the co-speech [FBO] gesture, together with some core 
notions on topicalisation assumed in our paper. In Section 3, we put for-
ward our research questions, and in Section 4, we introduce the meth-
odology used in this study (i.e. the ‘Gestural Fieldwork’ methodology: 
Colasanti 2021b, forthcoming) and the design of our experiments (includ-
ing participants, materials, and procedure). In Section 5, we describe 
our results, and in Section 6 we discuss our analysis, showing parallels 
between the syntactic behaviour of [FBO] and other T-markers found 
crosslinguistically in both spoken and sign languages. Finally, in Section 
7, we put forward some conclusions.

2. Background

2.1. The [FINGER-BUNCH-OPEN-HAND] gesture
The co-speech [FBO] gesture (also called grappolo ‘bunch’ by 

Kendon 2004: 229) is illustrated in (4):



Gesture and information structure

43

(4)	 [FINGER-BUNCH-OPEN-HAND]

On the basis of the parameters used to describe the articulation of 
signs in sign languages (Sandler & Lillo-Martin 2006), the realisation of 
[FBO] involves a double articulation: first, the hand is held still together 
with all the fingers touching at their tips, and, second, the palm of the 
hand is open (with all the fingers opened at the same time), facing the 
speaker’s torso but placed away from it. [FBO] is articulated within the 
torso/body mid-high line in front of the speaker. Both the arm and the 
hand are active articulators, while the forearm is moved vertically up 
and down at the elbow before opening the palm of the hand. [FBO] can 
be iterated, with movements having a large or a short amplitude.

De Jorio (1832) and Kendon (1995) describe this gesture and its 
use in several Campanian varieties. In particular, Kendon (1995) reports 
that [FBO] co-occurs with “that part of discourse in which the speaker 
is specifying a topic” (Kendon 1995: 264). Hence, this gesture seems to 
be associated with the marking of a topic in the conversation. In terms 
of distribution with the spoken component, [FBO] is not found as a pro-
speech gesture (i.e. articulated in place of speech), but it is exclusively 
reported as a co-speech gesture (i.e. co-articulated with spoken linguis-
tic material). For instance, in (5) [FBO] is temporally aligned with the 
constituent ccà ‘o problemə ‘here (is) the problem’, which Kendon (1995: 
264-266) claims to be a topicalised constituent. Specifically, in (5) the 
chairman introduces the topic of conversation: the specific problem to 
be addressed by the theatre group committee during the meeting. 
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(5)	 Campanian (adapted from Kendon 1995: 265)

In sum, previous work by Kendon on [FBO] suggests that this 
gesture should be able to align with spoken topicalised constituents. 
However, from the empirical data reported by Kendon it is quite diffi-
cult to understand the exact grammatical contribution (if any) of [FBO]. 
Specifically, in the example above in (5), although a conversational con-
text is reported, the presence of any anaphoric linguistic antecedent trig-
gering topicalisation in the sentence is absent, making it difficult to rep-
licate Kendon’s claims. Moreover, it is also unclear which specific topic 
types [FBO] can align with. This is mostly consequential to the fact that 
Kendon (1995; 2004) defines topicalisation in purely pragmatic, rather 
than pragmatic-syntactic terms. In particular, Kendon does not provide 
any syntactic evidence for the distribution of the topicalised constitu-
ents and their relation (if any) with [FBO] in the relevant conversational 
context. Therefore, the main empirical contribution of this paper is to 
clarify the distribution of [FBO] with respect to topicalised constituents 
in Torrese.

In the next section, we briefly review some of the concepts and ter-
minology on topicalisation used in previous research on Italo-Romance, 
which we will assume in this paper.

2.2. Topicalisation in Italo-Romance
Syntactic strategies involved in topicalisation have been rela-

tively well-studied in Romance (see Cruschina 2021 for an overview). 
Concerning Italo-Romance, the literature dedicated to the syntactic 
encoding of topic in the sentence is quite vast.3

For the purposes of this paper, we distinguish three different 
types of topics: Aboutness Topic (ATop), Familiar Topic (FTop), and 
Contrastive Topic (CTop).4 In (southern) Italo-Romance (e.g. Neapolitan: 
Ledgeway 2009: 326-327; Barese: Andriani 2017: ch. 2; Cepranese: 
Colasanti 2018), these types of topics can be found in different disloca-
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tion constructions, e.g. Clitic Left Dislocation (CLLD) and Clitic Right 
Dislocation (CLRD). In this work, we assume that in CLLD the dislocated 
topicalised constituent moves to the High Left Periphery (HLP; Rizzi 
1997) and in CLRD to the Low Left Periphery (LLP; Belletti 2004). For 
instance, in Cepranese (southern Lazio; (6)) the left-dislocated constitu-
ent lə sasiccə ‘the sausages’ is interpreted as a CTop in the HLP.5 Here, 
the topic type is contrastive: lə sasiccə constitutes old information within 
the set of alternatives (lə sasiccə, lə prəsuttə), contrasting with another 
known member of the set (lə prəsuttə). 

(6)	 Cepranese (CTop) 

Similarly, in Torrese (7) the left-dislocated constituent in a CLLD 
structure ‘u ppanə friʃkə ‘the fresh bread’ is interpreted as a FTop in the 
HLP, as it constitutes anaphoric information which is restated by the 
speaker from the previous utterance. 

(7)	 Torrese (FTop) 

Finally, in Standard Italian the constituent i gladiatori ‘the gladia-
tors’ is interpreted as an ATop in (8), as it identifies what the sentence is 
about. 
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(8)	 Standard Italian (ATop; adapted from Cruschina 2021: 2) 

With respect to right dislocation structures, Cruschina (2016: 
601) reports that these are mostly found in Standard Italian and varie-
ties of Regional Italian (9), whereas these are not generally found in 
local southern Italo-Romance languages (but see Colasanti 2021a). For 
instance, in Romano the DP il caffè ‘the coffee’ in a CLRD is interpreted 
as an ATop (9):

(9)	 Romano (ATop) 

Cruschina (2021) reports that in Standard Italian the topicalisa-
tion below in (10) is possible with or without the resumptive clitic l(o), 
which means that in Standard Italian both CLRD (with clitic resump-
tion) and ‘marginalisation’ structures (without clitic resumption; see 
Cardinaletti 2002) are found (cf. the Romano example (9) above).

(10)	Standard Italian 

Ledgeway (2009: 795) reports the general absence of topicalisation 
structures involving right dislocation in Neapolitan, with the sole excep-
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tion of their presence in interrogative clauses. In such clauses, CLRD 
is exclusively used to topicalise FTop (rather than ATop), for instance 
when questioning a specific property of the topicalised referent. Rather, 
CLLD is mostly employed to topicalise ATop (rather than FTop). For 
instance, in (11) the left-dislocated constituent ‘o ccafé ‘the coffee’ is 
interpreted as a FTop in a CLRD structure and as an ATop in a CLLD 
structure in (12):

(11)	Neapolitan (Ledgeway 2009: 795)

(12)	Neapolitan (Ledgeway 2009: 795)

Assuming this previous knowledge about topicalisation strategies 
and topic types in Italo-Romance, in the next section we introduce our 
research questions investigating the contribution of the co-speech ges-
ture [FBO] to the information structure of the sentence, in particular 
with respect to topicalisation.

3. Research questions

This paper aims to address the following research questions:
1.	 Is [FBO] a T-marker in Torrese? If so, which type of topics can 

[FBO] mark in Torrese?
2.	 Does [FBO] temporally align with spoken topicalised constituents 

in Torrese?
The first part of Question 1 aims to investigate the distribution 

of [FBO] with respect to spoken topicalised constituents to under-
stand whether it behaves like a gestural T-marker. In particular, the 
co-occurrence of [FBO] is tested with different types of topicalised 
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constituents (i.e. left-dislocated, right-dislocated), topic types (i.e. 
ATop, FTop, CTop), focalised constituents (i.e. broad and narrow foci), 
focus types (i.e. I(nformational)Foc, CFoc), and in neutral declara-
tive clauses. If [FBO] is a T-marker, we should find a difference in 
preference between constructions in which [FBO] is associated with 
topicalised constituents vs constructions in which [FBO] is associated 
with non-topicalised constituents (e.g. focalised constituents, neutral 
declarative clauses). The second part of Question 1 addresses the ques-
tion as to whether [FBO] can co-occur with all tested topic types (e.g. 
left-dislocated, right-dislocated, FTop, CTop, ATop, etc.) or only with a 
subset of these.

Question 2 investigates the temporal alignment of [FBO] with the 
spoken utterance, capitalising on the hypothesis by which the tempo-
ral alignment of the gesture with the spoken component mirrors its 
c-command/scope domain (Colasanti 2023a,b). In order to test this, we 
contrast configurations in which [FBO] is articulated: entirely before or 
after the utterance, entirely co-articulated throughout the utterance or 
just co-articulated with the topicalised constituent. If [FBO]’s temporal 
alignment mirrors its c-command/scope domain (i.e. the topicalised 
constituent), we should detect a difference in preference between con-
structions in which [FBO] is aligned with the topicalised constituent vs 
the ones in which it is not (i.e. test items in which [FBO] is articulated 
before or after the entire utterance, or co-articulated with the entire spo-
ken utterance).

To answer our research questions, we conducted two pilot experi-
ments, whose design we describe below.

4. Methodology: Gestural Fieldwork (Colasanti 2021b, forthcoming)

This paper employs the ‘Gestural Fieldwork’ methodology 
(Colasanti 2021b, forthcoming; GF henceforth). GF is conceived as 
hypothesis-driven experimental fieldwork designed as a mixture of 
traditional fieldwork (from descriptive linguistics) and experimental 
methods (from formal linguistics)6 to investigate phenomena in the 
visual-gestural modality in otherwise spoken languages. Given the 
theoretical nature of our hypotheses on the grammatical contribution 
of the [FBO] gesture, in this paper we adopted such a methodology 
because it allows us to collect data in the visual-gestural modality 
for theoretical purposes in under-described local languages spoken in 
southern Italy such as Torrese. Since in generative studies (with the 
exception of diachronic syntax) data come primarily from the intui-
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tion of native speakers (i.e. acceptability judgments by signers and 
speakers), the GF methodology also enables us to collect positive and 
negative data points relevant for testing our theoretically-grounded 
hypotheses.

To answer our research questions we designed two experiments 
in Torrese: Experiment 1 tested the distribution of [FBO] in several 
topic and focus contexts and in neutral declarative sentences (Question 
1). Experiment 2 tested how [FBO] aligns with the spoken component 
(Question 2). Both experiments consisted of acceptability judgment rat-
ing tasks. We describe the design of Experiment 1 and 2 below.

4.1. Participants
In both Experiment 1 and 2 we collected data from five native 

speakers of Torrese (with ages ranging from 28 to 74 years old)7 
recruited by the authors via a friend-to-friend approach (Milroy 1987). 
Following the GF methodology (Colasanti 2021b, forthcoming), we 
selected our participants after interviewing all of them to verify their 
proficiency in Torrese.8 The controlled sampling of speakers is a nec-
essary step while investigating under-described and endangered local 
Italo-Romance languages,9 such as Torrese. The participants selected 
were the same for both Experiment 1 and 2.

4.2. Materials

4.2.1. Experiment 1: the distribution of [FBO]
Experiment 1 investigated the co-occurrence of [FBO] with differ-

ent kinds of topicalised constituents (i.e. HLP or LLP), topic types (i.e. 
ATop, CTop, FTop), focalised constituents (i.e. broad and narrow foci), 
and neutral declarative clauses. The acceptability of [FBO] was tested 
using acceptability tasks rating the degree of naturalness of each test 
item (i.e. 0 = unnatural, 5 = natural).10

Each of the 10 trials was designed following the original design 
conceived in the GF methodology (Colasanti 2021b, forthcoming). 
Specifically, the trials involved a controlled manipulation of con-
versational contexts in line with techniques used in semantic field-
work (Bochnak & Matthewson 2015) and the syntactisation of dis-
course (Wiltschko 2021). Additionally, the trails included controlled 
manipulation of linguistic features, and controlled type of response 
by participants. Practically, each of the trials included an audio 
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recording of a detailed conversational context (13a) and a question 
asked by one of the interlocutors (13b), which acted as the anaphoric 
linguistic antecedent for the targeted answer pairs containing the 
relevant phenomena (in (13c) this is exemplified by the familiar left-
dislocated topic ‘o ppanə ‘the bread’). These two utterances were con-
tained in two different video recordings and were identical.11 Each 
pair of video stimuli contained an audio of an utterance produced 
by a native Torrese speaker. In order to create a minimal pair, the 
target utterance was produced with an accompanying [FBO] gesture 
(produced across the topicalised constituent). In the other video, the 
utterance was produced without any gesture (i.e. the speaker sat still 
during the production of the relevant utterance). The utterance in the 
minimal pair tested the conditions of the experiments. In each of the 
trials both utterances were judged on the basis of which of the two 
videos was the most natural in the given utterance context (13d). 
In addition, each participant was asked to add a comment on their 
choice (13e).

The design of the trials of Experiment 1 is shown in (13):

(13)	Trials design for Experiment 1 
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4.2.2. Experiment 2: the spreading of [FBO] with the spoken component
Experiment 2 tested the temporal alignment of [FBO] with the 

spoken component. This experiment follows Colasanti’s (2023a; 2023b) 
hypothesis that the temporal alignment of gestures can have syntac-
tic significance: the onset and duration of certain co-speech gestures 
can reflect their c-command/scope domain. This hypothesis is inspired 
by the sign language linguistics literature on Non-Manual Markers12 
(Liddell 2003; Aarons 1994; Wilbur & Patschke 1999; Neidle et al. 2000; 
Branchini et al. 2013; Bross 2020; Wilbur 2021), in which their spread-
ing is claimed to be able to mirror c-command relations with contempo-
raneously articulated manual signs.

Similarly to Experiment 1, each of the four trials of Experiment 
2 was designed following the GF methodology (Colasanti 2021b, 
forthcoming). In particular, the temporal alignment of [FBO] with dif-
ferent topicalised constituents and topic types was tested with accept-
ability judgments. Each of the trials was designed similarly to the 
one of Experiment 1: these all comprised a pre-recorded audio of the 
utterance context (14a) and of the question triggering the targeted 
answers (14b) containing topicalised constituents paired with four 
prerecorded videos of different alignments of [FBO] (14c). Each of 
the videos included the same utterance; however, in two of the vid-
eos [FBO] was articulated before and after the whole utterance. In 
the other two videos, we tested different alignments: the articulation 
of [FBO] with the VP (or a subpart of it) and with the left-dislocated 
spoken topic constituents (in (14c) this is exemplified by the familiar 
left-dislocated topic ‘o ppanə ‘the bread’). Participants were asked to 
evaluate the degree of naturalness of each audio-video pairing (i.e. 
0 = unnatural, 5 = natural; (14d)) and to briefly comment on their 
rating choices (14e).

The design of the trials of Experiment 2 is shown in (14):
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(14)	Trials design for Experiment 2

4.3. Procedure
Following the GF methodology (Colasanti 2021b, forthcoming), 

Experiment 1 and 2’s procedure involved an in-person component. 
Both experiments were administered in person to all the participants 
by two fieldworkers (i.e. the authors). After signing the consent form, 
participants were given instructions before starting with Experiment 1 
and ending with Experiment 2. In particular, for each of the trials the 
fieldworkers played the audio of the conversational context in Torrese. 
Afterwards, in order to trigger the answers containing the targeted phe-
nomenon, the fieldworkers played the audio of the question in Torrese. 
After this step, participants were shown the pre-recorded videos (i.e. two 
in Experiment 1 trials and four in Experiment 2 trials). Participants were 
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finally asked to rate each of the utterances for each minimal pair in the 
trials from 0 (= unnatural) to 5 (= natural) and to comment on their 
choices. All the choices were annotated by the fieldworkers in an Excel 
file.

In what follows, we present the results of our experiments.

5. Results

5.1. Experiment 1: the distribution of [FBO]
Experiment 1 confirms that [FBO] cannot be paired with non-

topicalised constituents but only with topicalised ones. For instance, in 
neutral declarative clauses the majority of our participants preferred test 
items in which [FBO] was not co-articulated with the sentence (15b) 
over the ones in which the gesture was co-articulated with the spoken 
component (15a):13

(15)	Torrese (neutral declarative) 

Similarly, co-speech [FBO] was unacceptable when paired with 
focalised constituents. For instance, speakers unanimously rejected the 
test items in which the spoken utterance was paired with [FBO] in a 
broad focus context (16a), strongly preferring the utterance without 
[FBO] (16b).14
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(16)	Torrese (broad focus, HLP)

Similarly, participants did not accept sentences in which [FBO] was 
temporally aligned with CFoc constituents dislocated to the HLP, like ‘a 
pandarellə ‘the Panda’ in (17): 

(17)	Torrese (CFoc, HLP)
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The opposite pattern arose with left-dislocated topicalised con-
stituents. In particular, participants accepted the co-occurrence of [FBO] 
with different kinds of topics dislocated to the HLP (i.e. ATop, Ftop, 
CTop). For instance, participants rated sentences in which the gesture 
co-occurred with Ftop ‘u ppanə friʃkə ‘the fresh bread’ (18a) higher than 
the sentences in which the gesture was absent (18b).15 

(18)	Torrese (FTop, HLP)

Co-speech [FBO] in Torrese was also accepted with other left-
dislocated topics such as CTop (19) and ATop (20). In (19), [FBO] was 
accepted by our participants when it co-occurred with the topicalised 
constituent Simonə (19a), interpreted as a CTop in the HLP. Crucially, 
our participants rated the counterpart example in which [FBO] was not 
articulated (19b) lower.
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(19)	Torrese (CTop, HLP)

Similarly, participants accepted the sentences in which [FBO] was 
paired with the topicalised constituents ‘u ccafé ‘the coffee’. Since the 
constituent expresses what the sentence is about, ‘u ccafé is interpreted 
in (20) as an ATop. 

(20)	Torrese (ATop, HLP)

Concerning left-dislocated topics to the LLP, [FBO] was only 
accepted when it was paired with dislocated topics which were inter-
preted as FTop and CTop (but not with ATop, as expected).16 In particu-
lar, sentences in which [FBO] was aligned with the topicalised constitu-
ent (21a) presented higher acceptability judgments with respect to the 
ones in which [FBO] was absent (21b). Contrary to what is found in 
Neapolitan (Ledgeway 2009: 795), in Torrese left-dislocated topics to 
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the LLP are not only restricted to interrogatives but are also found in 
declarative clauses.

(21)	Torrese (FTop, LLP)

In sum, Experiment 1 results showed that [FBO] can only be co-
articulated with topicalised constituents but not with non-topicalised 
ones. In particular, while [FBO] could not be paired with neutral declar-
ative clauses and broad and narrow foci, it could be paired with left-dis-
located ATop, FTop, and CTop, and left-dislocated FTop and CTop (but 
not ATop).

5.2. Experiment 2: the spreading of [FBO] with the spoken component
The results from Experiment 2 showed that participants unani-

mously rejected items in which co-speech [FBO] was articulated entirely 
after (22a) or before (22b) the sentence was paired with. Furthermore, 
constructions in which [FBO] was temporally misaligned with respect 
to the topicalised constituent were also judged as unacceptable (22c). 
Conversely, speakers accepted co-speech [FBO] when it was temporally 
aligned with the topicalised constituent Simonə (22d), interpreted as a 
CTop in the HLP.17 This pattern was also found for left-dislocated topics 
interpreted as either an FTop or an ATop in the HLP.
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(22)	Torrese (CTop, HLP)

The same results were found for left-dislocated topics interpreted 
as FTops and CTops (but not ATops) in the LLP. This is shown in exam-
ple (23), where [FBO] was rated as unacceptable by our speakers when 
it was articulated entirely after (23a), entirely before (23b), or it was 
misaligned with the spoken component (23c). By contrast, [FBO] was 
accepted when it was co-articulated with the dislocated constituent to 
the LLP interpreted as a FTop (23d).
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(23)	Torrese (FTop, LLP) 

Summarising, speakers have clear judgments with respect to the 
temporal alignment of co-speech [FBO]. Specifically, they have accepted 
co-speech [FBO] exclusively when the gesture was temporally aligned 
with the topicalised constituent, but not when co-speech [FBO] was 
aligned with subparts of the clause, or when it was articulated before or 
entirely after the utterance.

In the next section, we analyse these results, which suggest that co-
speech [FBO] seems to be a gestural T-marker in Torrese.

6. Analysis: [FBO] is a gestural T-marker in Torrese

In Romance, topicalisation is well-known for being a phenomenon 
at the interfaces, as it affects the grammatical properties of sentences not 
only semantically, but also syntactically and prosodically (see Section 
2.2). Syntactic movement triggering a different semantic interpreta-
tion of the dislocated constituent (i.e. ATop, FTop, or CTop) is the most 
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common topicalisation strategy in Romance. Beyond Romance, mor-
phological marking of topic by means of special T-markers (i.e. overt 
morphemes which mark the constituent they accompany as topicalised) 
is a rather common strategy crosslinguistically in both spoken and sign 
languages (e.g. in Gungbe languages: Kwa: Aboh 2004, 2007; Japanese: 
Imamura et al. 2014; Heycock 2008; Italian Sign Language: Branchini & 
Mantovan 2020: 724-726).

In the next sections, we are going to review crosslinguistic evidence 
to establish parallels between [FBO] in Torrese and T-markers in spoken 
and sign languages first. Afterwards, we discuss empirical evidence from 
our study in support of our analysis of [FBO] as a gestural T-marker.

6.1. Parallels between T-markers in spoken and sign languages vs 
[FBO] in Torrese
T-markers are found in several spoken (e.g. Grassfields Bantu: 

Bamileke Medumba: Keupdjio 2020; Japonic: Japanese: Heycock 2008; 
Tibeto-Burman: Zaiwa: Lustig 2010) and sign languages (e.g. Italian Sign 
Language: Branchini & Mantovan 2020: 724; American Sign Language: 
Liddell 1980). For example, in Bamileke Medumba, topicalised constitu-
ents can be marked both syntactically by movement and morphologi-
cally by a T-marker (Keupdjio 2020). As shown in (24), the T-marker kí 
follows the left-dislocated topicalised constituent (ŋgùn júùn-ní ‘this girl’) 
in the HLP.

(24)	Bamileke Medumba (Keupdjio 2020: 113) 

Similarly, in Torrese topicalised constituents can be marked by syn-
tactic movement to the HLP (or the LLP) and morphologically by [FBO]. 
This is shown in example (25), where the topicalised constituent Simonə 
(interpreted as a CTop) is fronted to the HLP and it is co-articulated with 
[FBO], temporally aligned across the topicalised DP.
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(25)	Torrese (CTop)

Like [FBO] in Torrese (25), in Italian Sign Language topicalised 
constituents are marked with the Non-Manual Markers raised-eye-
brows and squint-eyes (‘sq’), which are co-articulated and temporally 
aligned with the signed topicalised constituent. For instance, in (26) 
the Non-Manual Marker ‘sq’ is co-articulated and temporally aligned 
with the topicalised constituent man ix(dem) ‘that man’ (Branchini & 
Mantovan 2020: 724):

(26)	Lingua Italiana dei Segni (Branchini & Mantovan 2020: 724)

T-markers are optional in many languages. For instance, in Warlpiri 
the T-marker ju (like [FBO] in Torrese) is optional, as shown in (27). 
In both (27) and (28) respectively, ngula ‘that’ in Warlpiri and ‘u ppanə 
friʃkə ‘the fresh bread’ in Torrese are topicalised constituents.

(27)	Walpiri (Hale 1976: 80)
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(28)	Torrese 

In syntactic terms, T-markers have been analysed adopting fine-
grained structures of the HLP à la Rizzi (1997) and of the LLP à la Belletti 
(2004). For instance, Aboh (2004) claims that in Kwa the T-marker yà, 
which follows the topicalised constituent dan lo ‘the snake’ in (29), occu-
pies the head of a TopP in the HLP. Plausibly, the topicalised constituent 
moves to the specifier of TopP in order to get its interpretation.

(29)	Kwa (Aboh 2004: 291) 

In the next section, we argue that [FBO] in Torrese is a T-marker of 
the kind found in Kwa, Bamileke Medumba, and Italian Sign Language 
and it realises a Top head. We argue that the temporal alignment of 
[FBO] with the topicalised constituent marks the semantically-topical-
ised XP, which coincides with the syntactically-topicalised XP, like vari-
ous T-markers in spoken and sign languages.

6.2. [FBO] is a gestural T-marker in Torrese
Previous studies on the grammatical integration of gestures have 

already demonstrated that languages primarily expressed via the auditory-
spoken modality exhibit gestural markers that encode information structure 
in the visual-gestural modality.18 For instance, Colasanti (2023b) claims 
that the co-speech gesture [RING-FOCUS] in Lancianese (southern Italo-
Romance) is a gestural focus marker, which is only found in focus-trigger-
ing contexts. Crucially, the gesture’s temporal alignment is claimed to mir-
ror its scope/c-command domain on the basis of the empirical evidence by 
which the onset and endpoint of its articulation coincides with the edges of 
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the focalised constituent (and it does not spread beyond this constituent; see 
also Colasanti 2023a on the co-speech gesture [MANO-A-BORSA] ‘pursed 
hand’ as a question marker in Neapolitan). This is shown in (30): while 
sentences in which [RING-FOCUS] is co-articulated with the non-focused IP 
(30a) or with the whole sentence (30b) are ungrammatical, [RING-FOCUS] 
is accepted only if its temporal alignment coincides with the focused con-
stituent to the HLP which is interpreted as an IFoc (30c).

(30)	Lancianese (Colasanti 2023b: 22)

On the basis of such empirical evidence, Colasanti (2023b: 29-30) 
claims that [RING-FOCUS] realises a [foc] on either the high or the low 
focus head in the HLP or the LLP, respectively. The heads of these two 
criterial projections act as probes, which attract a goal endowed with 
a [+foc] feature within their c-command domain up to [Spec, FocP] 
(see Rizzi 1996, 1997, 2017). Following the movement of the focalised 
constituent in [Spec, FocP], this constituent becomes a suitable host for 
the spreading of [RING-FOCUS] from the Foc head to its specifier at PF. 
Hence, the spreading of the gestural exponent of Foc ([RING-FOCUS]) 
targets its specifier. This analysis explains the temporal alignment of 
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[RING-FOCUS] with the focalised constituent and predicts that [RING-
FOCUS] cannot spread, for instance, on the whole sentence or with a 
subpart of it not coinciding with its c-command domain. As shown in 
(30), the facts from Lancianese show that this prediction is met.

Following the study by Colasanti (2023b) on [RING-FOCUS] in 
Lancianese, we propose that [FBO] is a gestural T-marker that realises 
gesturally a [+top] on either the low or the high topic head. Like both 
FocP in the HLP and the LLP, the TopP in the HLP and the LLP are also 
criterial projections and act as probes to attract goals [+top], and their 
c-command domain is up to [Spec, TopP] (see Rizzi 1996, 1997, 2017). 
With this in mind, after the movement of the spoken topicalised constit-
uent in [Spec, TopP], [FBO] spreads from the Top head to its specifier 
at PF. This explains why the temporal alignment of [FBO] targets the 
spoken constituent in [Spec, TopP], why [FBO] cannot spread with any 
spoken component which does not coincide with its c-command domain, 
and why, more generally, it is found only with topics. This is shown in 
the repeated example (23), where the sentence in which [FBO] is tem-
porally misaligned with part of the sentence (23a) is unacceptable and 
when it coincides with the spoken FTop constituent dislocated to the 
LLP ’u riloggiə ra Rolex ‘a Rolex watch’ is accepted (23b).19

(23) Torrese (FTop, LLP)

Like [RING-FOCUS]’s spreading, the spreading of [FBO] is also 
grammatically significant, as it corresponds to its topic domain. 
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Furthermore, our results suggest that [FBO] in Torrese is the exponent 
of a Top head within the HLP or the LLP, which is realised at PF in the 
visual-gestural modality (i.e. gesturally) rather than in the auditory-
spoken modality. As a matter of fact, similar analyses were proposed to 
account for the distribution of topicalised constituents and T-markers 
in spoken languages, which show a similar distribution to [FBO]. For 
instance, see the analysis put forward by Aboh (2004: 291) for the 
T-marker yà in Kwa (which data are reported in example (29) above).

Crucially, spoken morphemes that exclusively mark topicalised con-
stituents (e.g. like the one found in Kwa or Bamileke Medumba) have 
not been documented in Romance. However, it seems that morphemes 
belonging to different grammatical categories (e.g. clitics, demonstra-
tives) can be used in some Italo-Romance varieties to mark topicalised 
constituents.20 For instance, Benincà (1983) claims that the invari-
able subject clitic (which has lost subject agreement morphology) a in 
Paduan occupies a Top position in the HLP as it is able to mark a topic 
(see also Poletto 2000: 8-9), i.e., it is a T-marker.

Similarly, Ledgeway (2011) argues that the demonstrative killo/
kella ‘that.m/f’ and the neuter demonstrative kello ‘that.n’ in a double-
subject construction in Neapolitan introduces a new topic in an informa-
tion-structure marked sentence (see also Sornicola 1996). For instance, 
in (31) the demonstrative kella ‘that.f’ is coreferential with the full DP 
‘a fibbia ‘the buckle’ and both represent the subjects in that sentence. In 
particular, kella and its coreferential lexical DP ‘a fibbia are claimed to 
both lexicalising positions in the Topic ‘subfield’ of the HLP (Ledgeway 
2011: 285). Therefore, we could assume that kella is then a T-marker 
(like [FBO]), which might be able to attract the lexical subject DP to the 
HLP in order to be interpreted as an ATop.

(31)	Neapolitan (adapted from Ledgeway 2011: 259)

Interestingly, like in Neapolitan, in Torrese such marked double-
subject constructions can also be found (32a). However, when the 
neuter demonstrative kello is present, [FBO] is not accepted by our par-
ticipants when it is co-articulated with both the demonstrative and the 
lexical DP subject (32b). Only when kello is dropped, [FBO] can still be 
articulated and it appears to be temporally aligned with the lexical DP 
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only (32c), interpreted as an ATop dislocated to the HLP. These facts 
from Torrese suggest that both [FBO] and kello are T-markers in Torrese 
as they seem to be competing for the same syntactic position.

(32)	Torrese (ATop, HLP)

Granted that the co-occurrence of kello and [FBO] deserves a more 
in-depth investigation in Torrese, the results of our study seem to show 
that [FBO] is a grammatically-integrated gesture distributing and syntac-
tically behaving like its spoken T-marker counterparts.

7. Conclusions

The behaviour of [FBO] in Torrese constitutes empirical evidence 
in support of the GIH (Colasanti 2023b), by which any gesture assigned 
a semantic and a phonological representation is the output of the same 
syntactic mechanisms that govern both spoken and signed languages. 
Therefore, spoken morphemes and gestures are alike and their difference 
in modality of externalisation is only a matter dealt with at PF: speech 
is externalised in the auditory-spoken modality, and gesture (and sign) 
are externalised in the visual-gestural modality. The GIH predicts that 
grammatically-grounded expressions of the information structure of the 
sentence can also be expressed gesturally, e.g. via special T-markers 
realised at PF as gesture rather than speech. This paper shows that this 
prediction is met, as already demonstrated by the presence of gestural 
focus markers in southern Italo-Romance by Colasanti (2023b).
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In this paper, we show that [FBO] in Torrese can be paired with 
left-dislocated constituents both in the HLP and in the LLP. While in 
the HLP the spoken constituent paired with [FBO] can be interpreted as 
ATop, CTop, and FTop, in the LLP the spoken constituent can only be 
interpreted as CTop or FTop but not as ATop (with or without [FBO]). 
Along the lines of previous analyses of spoken T-markers (Aboh 2004), 
we argued that [FBO] is a gestural T-marker which gesturally realises a 
[+top] on the HLP or the LLP. Following the attraction of the spoken 
constituent to [Spec, TopP], [FBO] spreads on the constituent at PF. 
This explains the results of our case study. In particular, such an analysis 
explains why [FBO] is only found in topic contexts, and why its tempo-
ral alignment only spreads over the topicalised constituent dislocated to 
either the HLP or the LLP (and not on the whole sentence).

In terms of crosslinguistic variation, [FBO] also seems to behave as 
a T-marker in other southern Italo-Romance varieties. At a first look, it 
seems that in Cepranese (southern Lazio), [FBO] behaves like in Torrese 
as well:

(33)	Cepranese (FTop, LLP)

Like [FBO] in Torrese, in Cepranese [FBO] there also seems to be 
a T-marker realised in the visual-gestural modality. Also in Cepranese 
(33), [FBO] can be paired with dislocated topicalised constituent gliə 
casunə nuouə ‘the new trousers’ interpreted as FTop in the LLP, exactly 
like what was found for Torrese.

To conclude, this study represents an additional step in uncovering 
the precise interplay between information structure and gesture, with 
particularly fruitful results in the local languages spoken in Italy, which 
could be extended to any language and language family.
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Notes

1	  In this paper, we follow the terminology and the definitions found in Cruschina 
(2021).
2	  Needless to say that we assume that the semantics module too is involved in such 
a relationship as it deals with the semantic interpretation of information structure.
3	  Cinque (1977, 1983, 1990); Cecchetto (1999); Belletti (2001); Benincà & Poletto 
(2004); Cardinaletti (2001, 2002, 2004); Ledgeway (2005, 2011); Brunetti (2009); 
Benincà & Munaro (2011); Frascarelli (2017); Frascarelli & Hinterhölz (2007); 
Colasanti (2018, 2021a); Cruschina (2021); D’Alessandro (2022), among others.
4	  This list of topic types is not meant to be exhaustive as there are also other types 
of topic commonly found in Romance languages, see Cruschina (2021).
5	  Note that in the CLLD structure in (6) the resumptive clitic lə is not obligatory 
and it can be dropped.
6	  Note that ‘experimental’ is treated in this paper as a gradable predicate, following 
work by Davidson (2020). For an overview of experimental methods used in formal 
linguistics see Schütze & Sprouse (2014); Sprouse (2023) and references therein.
7	  An anonymous reviewer points out that, unexpectedly, the age range of our par-
ticipants includes young speakers. In southern Italy, the local languages spoken in big 
cities (e.g. Napoli) and their associated urban areas are generally spoken by a higher 
number of speakers with respect to the ones spoken in smaller villages. Hence, it is 
not surprising that among speakers of Torrese we can also find relatively younger 
speakers (even younger than 28 years old). See also Bianchi & Maturi (2006); De 
Blasi (2006); Ledgeway (2009).
8	  Before administering the experiments, the speakers were briefly interviewed by a 
native speaker of Torrese to evaluate their proficiency. Morphosyntactic phenomena 
typically found in Torrese (e.g. DOM, enclitic possessives) were especially considered 
while assessing the speakers’ proficiency.
9	  See Colasanti (2021b, forthcoming) on the methodological challenges arising 
while investigating gestures in Italo-Romance.
10	  See Colasanti (2021b, forthcoming) for controlled type of response by participants 
as a core characteristic of the GF methodology.
11	  The intonational contour and the movement speed of the gesture was also con-
trolled for each of the trials.
12	  Non-Manual Markers are produced with articulators other than the hands (e.g. 
hand position, body position, brow raising, eye gaze, lip movement, etc.).
13	  The low acceptability ratings (< 3/5) of the (a) examples in (15) and (16) is 
indicated with ‘*’.
14	  Interestingly, some speakers pointed out that other gestures can be co-articulated 
instead (e.g. [RING-FOCUS], cf. Colasanti & Cuonzo 2022; Colasanti 2023b). In par-
ticular, according to some of our participants, sentences involving focalised constitu-
ents co-articulated with [RING-FOCUS] would be more natural rather than the ges-
tureless utterance, e.g. (16b). For further discussions on [RING-FOCUS] as a gestural 
focus marker, see Colasanti & Cuonzo (2022); Colasanti (2023b).
15	  We take the lower acceptability ratings (< 3/5) of the (b) examples without 
[FBO] (over the higher of the (a) examples with [FBO]) in (18), (19), and (21) to 
mean that the (b) examples are less natural than the (a) ones. The majority of our 
speakers specified that although [FBO] is not obligatory, the examples with [FBO] 
were the preferred natural choice in the given conversational contexts. Consequently, 
the examples indicated above without [FBO] cannot be marked as being ungrammati-
cal.
16	  Note that unlike what is found in Neapolitan (Ledgeway 2009: 795), in which 
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Abbreviations

1, 2, 3 = first, second, third person; agr = agreement; anim = animate; 
ATop = Aboutness Topic; aux = auxiliary; CFoc = Contrastive Focus; cl = 
clitic; CLLD = Clitic Left Dislocation; CLRD = Clitic Right Dislocation; comp 
= complementizer; CTop = Contrastive Topic; dem = demonstrative; erg 
= ergative; f = feminine; [FBO] = gesture [FINGER-BUNCH-OPEN-HAND]; 
foc = focus; FTop = Familiar Topic; fut = future; GF = Gestural Fieldwork; 
GIH = Grammatical Integration Hypothesis; HLP = High Left Periphery; IFoc 
= Informational Focus; ix = Index (pointing); LLP = Low Left Periphery; m 
= masculine; n = neuter; npst = non-past; [PDO] = gesture [PALM-DOWN-
OPEN-HAND-PRONE]; PF = Phonological Form; prog = progressive; prox = 
proximal; refl = reflexive; sg = singular; T-markers = Topic markers; top = 
topic.
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